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Foreword

Volume VI of the Secretaries of Defense Historical Series covers the last four
years of the Lyndon Johnson administration—March 1965-January 1969, which
were dominated by the Vietnam conflict. The escalating war tested Robert McNa-
mara’s reforms and abilities and shaped every aspect of Defense Department plan-
ning, programming, and budgeting. The demands posed by Vietnam weakened
U.S. conventional forces for Europe, forced political compromises on budget for-
mulation and weapons development, fueled an inflationary spiral, and ultimately
led to McNamara’s resignation. The credibility gap grew, dissipating public con-
fidence in government and left the Johnson administration to confront massive
civil disobedience and domestic rioting—much of it directed against the Pentagon.
Vietnam also eclipsed major crises in the Dominican Republic, the Middle East,
Korea, and Czechoslovakia. McNamara’s successor, Clark Clifford, operating under
President Johnson’s new guidelines, spent much of his 11-month tenure as secretary
attempting to disengage the United States from the Vietnam fighting.

Vietnam held center stage and frustrated McNamara’s plans to reduce Defense
budgets or downsize the military services and soured the secretary’s workings with
Congress. It cast a long shadow over U.S.-Soviet relations, alienated to a greater
or lesser degree the NATO allies, and eroded congressional support for defense
programs as well as military assistance. For the foreseeable future, it remains an
emotionally charged issue that challenges Americans’ views of themselves. Yet
throughout these four years OSD still had to deal with a wide range of policy mat-
ters, international instability, and other contingencies. Beginning in the spring of
1965 with the intervention in the Dominican Republic and ending in late 1968
with the release of U.S. Navy crewmen held captive by the North Koreans, Mc-
Namara and Clifford handled a series of international crises and threats, defusing
some, making the best of others. The final four years also witnessed extensive and
repeated contacts between Washington and Moscow on matters of mutual interest
such as nuclear proliferation, arms control, and a Middle East settlement. Dramatic
changes in the composition and strategy of NATO’s military alliance tested the du-
rability of U.S. and European commitment. War between superpower surrogates in
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the Middle East threatened to expand from a regional conflict to a global one. The
role that McNamara and Clifford played in often neglected subtexts of the period
provides readers with a wider perspective in which to place Vietnam and to appreci-
ate the ramifications of the war on national security policy.

The author organized and shaped his account of these years around the Viet-
nam conflict and its influence on Defense budgets, the national economy, national
military strategy, technology, civil-military relations, and the home front. Budget
formulation received much attention not only to analyze charges of manipulation
and deception but also to clarify OSD’s funding approach to competing defense
and social programs. Paying for Vietnam impacted the non-Vietnam portion of the
Defense budget and occasioned bitter struggles that pitted OSD against the Joint
Chiefs of Staff and Congress over weapon systems, procurement policies, military
strategy, and McNamara’s credibility.

Edward J. Drea holds a Ph.D. in history from the University of Kansas and
served as a historian with the U.S. Army. He taught at the U.S. Army Command
and General Staff College and the U.S. Army War College. Subsequently, he was
a branch and division chief at the U.S. Army Center of Military History. Dr. Drea
is a prolific writer. Most notably, he is a co-author of The McNamara Ascendancy,
1961-1965, and author of Japan’s Imperial Army: Its Rise and Fall, 1853-1945, as
well as many other books and articles on military history.

Dr. Drea wrote most of this manuscript under General Editor Alfred Goldberg
and his successor, Stuart Rochester, whose tragic and untimely death prevented him
from witnessing the publication of this volume in the series. This volume is in small
part a testament to Dr. Rochester’s tremendous skills as an editor and writer. The
profession has suffered a grievous loss.

This volume is the first in the series to be published under its new name, Secre-
taries of Defense Historical Series, a change meant to reflect a new sharper focus on
the Secretary of Defense and his immediate staff and to explain how they contribut-
ed to the larger national security policies of the presidents under which they served.

Interested government agencies reviewed Volume VI and declassified and
cleared its contents for public release. Although the text has been declassified, some
of the official sources cited in the volume may remain classified. The volume was
prepared in the Office of the Secretary of Defense, but the views expressed are those
of the author and do not necessarily represent those of the Office of the Secretary
of Defense.

EriN R. MaHAN
Chief Historian, OSD



Preface

Victory has a hundred fathers and defeat is an orphan,* so runs a popular
aphorism, but the tumultuous mid-1960s passage of the United States turned the
saying on its head. Accounts of the period indict a wide variety of culprits—poli-
ticians, generals, reporters, demonstrators—for the disaster in Vietnam and its
associated repercussions in the economic, social, political, and military spheres of
American life. Yet perhaps more than anyone else, Secretary of Defense Robert S.
McNamara is regularly singled out as cause and symbol of a lost war and all its dire
consequences. Vietnam remains “McNamara’s War,” although it began long before
his appointment as secretary of defense and continued long after he left office.

Beyond Vietnam, McNamaras legacy is almost as bitter and the charges as
varied. He mismanaged the military services, leaving them under-funded, under-
strength, and discredited in the eyes of the nation. He routinely disregarded mil-
itary advice, particularly on strategic matters, leaving the United States weaker
before the Soviet Union. He unilaterally implemented programs and disregarded
their consequences, leaving the larger society poorer for it. Even now, McNama-
ra remains a vilified man, and attempts to rehabilitate his reputation during the
1990s only served to reopen the raw emotions of the contentious Vietnam era.
Such accusations cannot be easily dismissed and many are accurate or nearly so.
Still, Robert McNamara and the Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) oper-
ated in a broader context and by describing that setting one may derive a more
balanced view of McNamara’s, and by extension OSD’s, successes and failures.
That is my purpose in this book.

The volume is a policy history of OSD and its leaders covering almost four
years from March 1965 through January 1969. It concentrates on OSD’s role
in creating and shaping defense policy, recognizing that Robert McNamara, who
served from 21 January 1961 to 29 February 1968, and his successor as secretary
of defense Clark M. Clifford, who served from 1 March 1968 to 20 January 1969,

* Galeazzo Ciano, The Ciano Diaries, 1939-43, 521, entry for 9 Sept. 1942. President Kennedy is quoted as
having made a similar remark in the wake of the Bay of Pigs invasion in April 1961.
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exerted great influence far beyond the doors of the Pentagon. Both men were in-
volved, at presidential direction, in the major economic, diplomatic, domestic, and
political issues of the day. Both were closely involved with national and interna-
tional crises of the time. And, while both left their imprint on the Department of
Defense (DoD), without question McNamara’s legacy, both for good and for ill, is
the more enduring. McNamara’s long tenure made it so, but besides mere longevity
McNamara set DoD on a new course and made OSD the unquestioned authority
in the Pentagon.

The volume treats a wide variety of subjects from OSD’s perspective, many of
them overlapping. For those reasons, I have grouped chapters topically and con-
nected them with both the broad policy themes of the period and specific areas
where redundancy affected DoD decisions and policies. Chapter I sets the scene
by describing DoD’s senior leadership, OSD officials, and the workings of the De-
fense Department and the national security policymaking apparatus. The next eight
chapters treat Vietnam policy formulation and its effect on ground and air opera-
tions in Southeast Asia as well as DoD budget development because this financial
process was closely related to, indeed eventually dominated by, the far-away Asian
battlefields. Next follows a discussion of the turmoil on the home front, particularly
during 1967 and 1968, which frayed the national consensus over the war, race rela-
tions, and military service. OSD’s role in the Dominican Republic crisis of 1965 is
covered in chapter XI. Individual chapters on nuclear non-proliferation, strategic
arms control, and two on the North Atantic Treaty Organization (NATO) provide
the wider context for OSD’s often controversial decisions on strategic issues involv-
ing nuclear weapons initiatives and European allies. Chapter XV1 is devoted to the
Middle East War, 1967, while the succeeding chapter examines the fundamental
shifts in military assistance policy that occurred under McNamara. Chapter XVIII
relates the multiple crises of 1968 to Vietnam policy and budget considerations.
Chapter XIX evaluates the effects of the McNamara tenure on the U.S. military
establishment and the concluding chapter analyzes the performance of OSD and
the respective secretaries of defense during the period.

From 1965 through 1969 OSD was involved in developments all over the
globe. Space limitations alone make it is impossible to cover all of them. Thus,
like any written history, the material in this volume involves selection, and I opted
to discuss the important events of the four-year span that most involved DoD.
To reiterate, this is an OSD policy history, and that fact determined my cover-
age. Subjects not treated or lightly touched upon include the Indo-Pakistan War of
1965, relations with Indonesia and other South Asian nations, relations with Latin
America (excepting the Dominican Republic), intelligence, and OSD administra-
tive procedures.

Many people assisted me in bringing this book to publication, but I am espe-
cially indebted to Alfred Goldberg, who as then OSD Chief Historian and series

General Editor gave me the opportunity to write this volume. He offered construc-
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tive criticism and encouragement all along the way and invariably improved the
work’s many shortcomings. He is that rare combination of highly skilled govern-
ment official and first-rate historian whose dedication to accuracy, research, and
scholarship is responsible for the superb quality of this series. Stuart Rochester also
deserves special mention. He applied his editorial expertise to the volume first as
Deputy Historian and then, in succeeding Dr. Goldberg, as OSD Chief Historian
and General Editor. As Acting OSD Chief Historian, Diane Putney, like her pre-
decessors, provided unwavering support and ensured the resources necessary to
complete the project, as has Erin Mahan, the current OSD Chief Historian and
series General Editor.

I am likewise grateful to the editors of the OSD Historical Office who me-
ticulously read and re-read my chapters, always pointing out ways to improve the
manuscript. Nancy Berlage, who late in the process assumed the role of series
Chief Editor, provided editorial guidance and prepared the final version for pub-
lication. Elaine Everley, John Glennon, Max Rosenberg, David Humphrey, and
Winifred Thompson, each in his or her own way, greatly contributed to the fi-
nal manuscript. Dr. Everley also deserves thanks for organizing the OSD archives
into a user-friendly retrieval system. Fellow authors Richard Hunt, Lawrence Ka-
plan, Ronald Landa, and Richard Leighton always responded to my questions and
shared their insights with me. Alice Cole, Roger Trask, Dalton West, and Rebecca
Welch read chapters, made suggestions, and provided support. I am grateful for
the administrative and technical assistance provided by Ruth Sharma, Josephine
Dillard, Carolyn Thorne, Pamela Bennett, Renada Eldridge, and Ryan Carpen-
ter as | worked through drafts of the manuscript. Catherine Zickafoose and her
team at OSD Graphics, especially Stephen Sasser, wielded outstanding technical
expertise in preparing the volume for print. I am also thankful to James Andrews,
Defense Logistics Agency, and staff of the Government Printing Office for key as-
sistance with production matters.

I enjoyed the good fortune of working at the Lyndon Baines Johnson Library,
whose staff located documents, shared their expertise, unfailingly responded to my
numerous inquiries, and made research a pleasure. Among an outstanding group
of professionals, I must single out John Wilson who guided me through the ar-
chives and was always a source of sound advice and wise counsel. At the National
Archives and Records Administration, Timothy Nenninger, Richard Boylan, Susan
Francis-Houghton, Herb Rawlings-Milton, Jeannine Swift, and Victoria Wash-
ington deserve special mention as do John Carland, David Humphrey and Ted
Keefer at the State Department Historian’s Office. David Armstrong and Graham
Cosmos of the Joint Chiefs of Staft Historical Office were always helpful; Susan
Lemke and Robert Montgomery shepherded me through the valuable holdings
of the Special Collections Library, National Defense University; Joel Meyerson,
Terrence Gough, Robert Wright, and Jim Knight assisted me with the U.S. Army
Center of Military History’s extensive holdings; Thomas Hendrix, David Keough,
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and Randy Rakers helped me at the U.S. Army Military History Institute; Kathy
Lloyd was of great assistance at the Naval Historical Center, and at the Marine
Corps History and Museums Division Fred Graboske enabled me to see the ex-
tremely significant Wallace Greene collection. Lena M. Kaljot, Photo Historian,
Marine Corps History Division, promptly provided digital images for the volume.
Deborah Shapley took time from her busy schedule to show me her personal ar-
chives of Robert McNamara materials. Finally I owe deep gratitude to Pentagon
Library staff who endured the September 11, 2001 attack on the Pentagon and
its aftermath and throughout it all were still able to find that elusive congressional
reference, odd journal article, or special report that had escaped me.

EpwaARD J. DREA
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CHAPTER |

MOVERS AND SHAKERS

As Robert McNamara began his fifth year in office in January 1965 the United
States stood on the brink of being engulfed by the quicksand that was the Vietnam
War. After four remarkably successful years as secretary of defense, McNamara en-
dured three years of increasingly painful suffering and regret that left him drained
in body and spirit. Along with President Lyndon Johnson, McNamara came to
bear much of the blame for the unpopular Vietham War that tore the country
apart. The war eclipsed the great achievements of the early years, leaving McNa-
mara greatly diminished in public reputation and stature.

By 1965 Vietnam had emerged as a flashpoint of the Cold War, but the rivalry
between the United States and the Soviet Union (and a rising Communist China)
played out on a stage larger than Southeast Asia. Even as the Johnson administra-
tion sought to improve relations with Moscow and build on the October 1963
partial nuclear test ban treaty by seeking further talks on arms control and limiting
the proliferation of nuclear weapons, regional points of friction between the two
nuclear superpowers abounded. Continuing Soviet support of Cuban President
Fidel Castro proved a constant irritant, as did expanding Soviet influence in Af-
rica, the Mediterranean, and the Middle East, especially among the more radical
Arab regimes. Communist China—the People’s Republic of China (PRC)—posed
its own significant threat; Pentagon strategists pondered ways to contain a seem-
ingly implacable and, judging from its rhetoric, sometimes bellicose regime. In one
bright spot, Northeast Asia, DoD considered reducing U.S. forces in South Korea
as that nation’s economic prospects improved.

The perception of unrelenting Soviet aggressive behavior placed continuing
pressure on the United States to defend Europe, frustrating U.S. plans for NATO
allies to assume a greater share of the burden for their own defense. In the mean-
time, NATO suffered from France’s growing alienation from the alliance and the
deep-seated differences among the allies over command, control, and use of nucle-
ar weapons. Closer to home, the administration had weathered the Cuban missile

1



2 McNamara, CLIFFORD, AND THE BURDENS OF VIETNAM

crisis in 1962, but Castro persisted in his energetic efforts to export communism
throughout Latin America, much to Washington’s concern. In a further act of defi-
ance the Cuban leader had cut off water supplies to the U.S. base at Guantanamo
in February 1964.

At home, the great civil rights struggle of the 1960s created its own ferment
and made additional demands on the Defense Department. African-American riots
in New York and New Jersey during July 1964 had required National Guard troops
to quell disturbances and restore order. They were a harbinger of more to come.
DoD meanwhile gave special attention to the future of the Selective Service System,
racial integration of National Guard and Reserve units, reorganization of reserve
forces, and development of new weapons. By January 1965 the department had
completed a major buildup of U.S. conventional, counterinsurgency, and nuclear
forces and planned to reduce the Defense budget and military strength. The escalat-
ing war in Vietnam quickly ended such expectations.

While FY 1965 witnessed some retrenchment in Defense costs and person-
nel, in subsequent years the expanding war in Indochina and mounting troubles
elsewhere necessitated continual increases. As of 30 June 1965, the armed services
had 2,624,779 men and 30,610 women on active duty, altogether some 32,020
fewer than a year earlier. Major force elements included 16 Army and 3 Marine
divisions, 880 Navy ships, 78 Air Force combat air wings, and 22 intercontinen-
tal ballistic missile squadrons. DoD employed more than 1,164,000 civilians. The
FY 1965 Defense budget amounted to $49.7 billion in new obligational authority
(NOA),* $1.2 billion less than the previous year. Three years later, 30 June 1968,
the 3,509,505 men and 38,397 women in the active forces supported 18 Army and
4 Marine divisions, 932 Navy ships, 67 combat air wings," and 26 intercontinental
ballistic missile squadrons. DoD civilians numbered 1,436,000. The FY 1968 De-
fense budget with supplements amounted to $76.8 billion (NOA).!

Between 1965 and 1968 the Office of the Secretary of Defense (OSD) ex-
perienced similar growth. As of 30 June 1965, OSD had 1,729 civilian and 621
military personnel, a total of 2,350. Three years later that number had increased to
2,867—2,052 civilians and 815 military. In mid-1965 Defense agencies indepen-
dent of the services and reporting to OSD employed 48,786 civilian and military
personnel, the majority, just over 35,000, being in the Defense Supply Agency. The
employees of the Defense agencies consisted almost entirely of men and women
transferred from the military services. Three years later the agencies employed more
than 84,000 people, most of the newcomers also from the services and the balance
from new hires.?

*
NOA is the sum of all new budget authority granted by Congress for a specific fiscal year.

TAlthough the Air Force reduced its number of combat air wings, it increased its aircraft inventory and the

number of combat air squadrons.
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DoD’s Senior Leadership

Head of the vast DoD establishment from 21 January 1961 through February
1968, Robert McNamara powerfully filled the role of deputy commander-in-chief
to the president. He had imprinted his aggressive management style and tech-
niques on the department during his first four years in office.” By January 1965
he stood near a peak of success and influence. In taking command of the largest
department in the government, he had improved its military capabilities, firmly
established civilian control over the military services, swept away many outmoded
practices and organizations, and forced the services and bureaucracy to adapt to a
new, more analytical approach to defense management.

The transformation wrought by the McNamara ascendancy did not come
without strong opposition and resentment. Controversy swirled around McNa-
mara and OSD during his first four years as he applied managerial principles of
cost efficiency and economy to every aspect of DoD and pushed the military ser-
vices to change entrenched habits. What set McNamara apart was not only a far-
reaching agenda but the depth and breadth of his involvement in all Defense af-
fairs. He not only strove to manage a major war in Southeast Asia, he also involved
himself deeply in preparation, coordination, and justification of the DoD budget,
conceptualized a radical shift in strategic arms policy, including arms control, and
planned and approved the specifics of the administration’s Military Assistance
Programs. Added to this impressive list McNamara had key roles in reorienting
NATO?’s strategy, recasting the process of military procurement and weapon re-
search and development, and responding to domestic disorders. As the president’s
chief adviser on defense matters he served on task forces responding to emergencies
in the Dominican Republic, the Middle East, and elsewhere. A military assistant
who worked with McNamara on a daily basis for years marveled at his “immense
capacity” and energy to handle a wide variety of matters simultaneously.?

Throughout his early career, McNamara had demonstrated the same sort of
drive and energy. Born in June 1916, he attended the University of California
(Berkeley) and the Harvard Business School. During World War II he served for
three years in the Army Air Forces, then following the war joined Ford Motor
Company as a manager of planning and financial analysis. In November 1960 he
became the first president of the company selected from outside the Ford family.
After a strikingly successful business career he brought his formidable talents to
the Pentagon in 1961. McNamara had both the intellect and the temperament to
master the complexities of the Department of Defense. Journalist Theodore H.
White exclaimed that “a man with a steel grip and a diamond-hard mind has seized
control of the Pentagon.”

* See Kaplan et al, McNamara Ascendancy.
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To the general public, the secretary’s combed-back dark hair, rimless glasses,
and business suit and tie bespoke a no-nonsense executive, brimming with self-
confidence. His television appearances reinforced the impression of a brilliant mind
in total command of a vast store of information. Over time the self-assurance and
undaunted perseverance became a double-edged sword, as detractors accused him
of arrogance, obstinacy, and rigidity. Both his performance and reputation would
suffer under the strains of an unwinnable war and deteriorating relations with Con-
gress, the president, and the press. When McNamara stepped down on 29 February
1968, he had served a record 85 months in office, the second half of his tenure far
less successful than the first. But at the outset of 1965, even with his stature and
trademark confidence beginning to erode, he was still firmly in control.

McNamara surrounded himself with able subordinates, relying on a highly
capable and trusted team of top OSD civilian staff to implement his principles and
agenda. No one senior OSD official could claim preponderant influence with the
secretary, but for the most part all enjoyed a status belying their relative youth and
limited Pentagon experience. McNamara treated them as his alter egos—delegating
to them much responsibility while he attended to framing policy and strategy and
advising the president, meeting with him often and conferring with him frequently
by telephone. For a secretary, McNamara exercised unusual power and authority.

In January 1964 McNamara selected Cyrus R. Vance to succeed Roswell Gil-
patric as his deputy secretary of defense. A Yale graduate and New York lawyer,
Vance joined DoD in 1961 as general counsel and later served as secretary of the
Army. Soon after becoming deputy secretary he proved himself a deft troubleshooter
during the Panama riots” of early 1964, a role he reprised during U.S. intervention
in the Dominican Republic crisis in 1965." He earned McNamara’s confidence,
performed smoothly and unobtrusively, shared the DoD leader’s positions on na-
tional defense and initially on the use of military force, and acted as secretary during
McNamara’s absences.®

McNamara had originally assembled in 1961 a staff of assistant secretaries who
served him exceptionally well during his first term as secretary. By the end of 1965
some of these had departed and others had moved on to higher or other positions in
the department. Their replacements proved to be of equally high caliber, testifying
to McNamara’s ability to identify and attract talent.

The secretary considered the position of assistant secretary of defense (ASD)
for international security affairs (ISA) “one of the two or three most significant posts
in the whole department.” ISA had responsibility for supporting DoD participa-
tion in National Security Council (NSC) affairs and for identifying and analyz-
ing international political-military concerns with the aim of developing national
military strategy. The office also directed the Military Assistance Program (MAP)

* See Kaplan et al, McNamara Ascendancy, 226.
T See Chapter XI.
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and participated in arms control initiatives.” John T. McNaughton had headed
ISA since July 1964, after having previously served as the DoD general counsel.
A Rhodes scholar with a Harvard law degree, McNaughton had been a professor
at the Harvard Law School. Even among equals he gained importance because of
ISA’s key role and his unstinting loyalty to McNamara. He shared McNamara’s
detached, impersonal style and analytical approach to decisionmaking. By at least
one account, he also shared the secretary’s impatience with opposing viewpoints.
According to Thomas L. Hughes, director of the State Department’s Bureau of In-
telligence and Research, McNaughton “took to vilifying the purveyors of skeptical
analysis.”® Following McNaughton’s tragic death at age 45 in a commercial airline
accident, Paul C. Warnke, a Washington lawyer, succeeded him as ISA assistant
secretary on 1 August 1967.

From February 1961 through July 1965, ASD (Comptroller) Charles J. Hitch
supervised and directed preparation of the annual budget estimates for Defense.
With McNamara’s backing, he had revolutionized DoD’s financial management
process through the introduction of the Planning, Programming, and Budgeting
System (PPBS). The ASD (Comptroller) office also provided systems analyses and
reports useful in identifying overlapping programs and questionable spending.” In
July 1965, with Hitch’s departure, McNamara divided the office into two, retain-
ing the comptroller title for preparation of the budget, the Five Year Force Struc-
ture and Financial Program, and the conduct of audit and statistical functions. He
designated Robert N. Anthony, a Harvard Business School professor, as the new
comptroller effective 10 September.

The new office, assistant secretary of defense for systems analysis, had been
the comptroller’s former directorate of systems analysis. Upgraded and formally
chartered on 17 September, the office, under Alain C. Enthoven, produced ana-
lytical reports, cost estimates for forces and weapon systems, and special studies as
directed by the secretary. Just turned 35, Enthoven, by the fall of 1965 had already
emerged as a lightning rod for congressional and military discontent with OSD.
Providing the quantitative data that “proved” the cost-effectiveness and strategic
soundness of the secretary’s plans and decisions, Systems Analysis, in the words of
a McNamara aide, furnished the “numbers to back up his [McNamara’s] position.”
Attesting to Enthoven’s clout, one congressman labeled him “the most dangerous
man we have in Government today.”1?

Enthoven and his stable of “whiz kids,” exuding cocky assurance about the
objectivity and efficacy of their methodology, often ignored military expertise and
opinion, dismissing service dissent as a product of parochialism and resistance
to both civilian authority and change. Not given to compromise, they sought to
reshape programs through rational, quantifiable decisionmaking. But however sci-
entific and sophisticated the new methodology, it had its limitations and biases.
Critics pointed to subjective factors such as McNamara’s favoring missiles over
bombers and administration ceilings on troop strength that narrowed options and
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rendered the number-crunching less independent and less objective than Enthoven
proclaimed. Further, rational analysis often clashed with empirical reality. Paul Ni-
tze, McNamara’s first assistant secretary for ISA and subsequently secretary of the
Navy and deputy secretary of defense, later declared that he had no confidence in
the organization because each analyst “saw himself as being the top strategist and
secretary of defense.” George Elsey, who served as special assistant to McNamara’s
successor Clark Clifford, complained that his boss would “never get an objective
view from present [Systems Analysis] Staff. All are emotionally bound to defend S.
A. as totally correct in a// it does.”!!

Since 1958 the Director, Defense Research & Engineering (DDR&E) had
served as principal adviser to the secretary of defense on all scientific and technical
matters. DDR&E supervised all Defense research and engineering activities and
coordinated service research and development programs, assuming an especially
important role in evaluating the potential of strategic nuclear weapons and iden-
tifying the possible military application of new technologies. John S. Foster, Jr.,
became DDR&E on 1 October 1965, succeeding Harold Brown, who along with
Vance selected Foster after others had turned down McNamara’s offer of the posi-
tion. Foster was a physicist, director of Livermore Laboratory, and a consultant
to the President’s Science Advisory Committee. He served as DDR&E until June
1973.12 DDR&FE’s scientists often found themselves at odds with Systems Analysis
staffers over weapon systems, particularly the antiballistic missile system (ABM).

Much of the day-to-day management functions of the department fell to
the ASD (Administration), a position established on 1 July 1964 after McNa-
mara combined several separate administrative elements within OSD under Solis
Horwitz, a Harvard-trained lawyer, former counsel to Lyndon Johnson’s Senate
Defense Appropriations Subcommittee, and since 1961 director of Organization-
al and Management Planning in OSD. Beyond the functions it inherited, the
new office supervised development of improved managerial practices to promote
economy and eliminate duplication of effort. Additionally, Horwitz managed the
national communications system and a newly created (15 July 1964) inspection
service to conduct investigations within OSD, the Joint Chiefs of Staff, and other
DoD components, including assessing the operational readiness and efficiency of
military units, previously an exclusive prerogative of the military.!3

The ASD (Installations and Logistics) handled DoD’s logistical requirements,
including production, procurement, and supply management and had responsi-
bility as well for military construction, family housing, and real property upkeep.
Paul R. Ignatius, under secretary of the Army, replaced Thomas D. Morris as as-
sistant secretary in December 1964, remaining until 31 August 1967. Ignatius was
succeeded by none other than his predecessor, Morris, who remained until the
1969 change in administrations. !4

Under the ASD (Manpower) fell a potpourri of responsibilities, including
personnel and reserve affairs, information and education programs, health, sanita-
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tion, medical care, military participation in civil and domestic emergencies, Armed
Forces Radio and Television, and promotion of equal opportunity in the armed
forces. With a background in government and management consulting, the hard-
working Morris served as ASD (Manpower), which he regarded as “a secondary
kind of job,” from 1 October 1965 to 31 August 1967 between his stints at I&L.
Perhaps his most important contribution during this period was implementing
McNamara’s Project 100,000.”> Alfred B. Fitt replaced Morris in October 1967
and served until February 1969.

The position of the ASD (Public Affairs) encompassed a wide range of ac-
tivities that included dealing with the press, releasing information to the public,
reviewing official statements for security, and coordinating public affairs within
DoD and with other governmental departments and agencies.!® Besides these
functions, the forceful head of the office, Arthur Sylvester, presided over secretary
of defense press conferences and background briefings until February 1967 when
his deputy, Philip G. Goulding, replaced him.

As the legal adviser to the secretary, the general counsel ranked as an assistant
secretary. A member of the secretary’s immediate staff, he had a voice in a variety
of complex legal and legislative matters, including those raised by the Joint Chiefs.
McNamara clearly had a high regard for his legal advisers. Cyrus Vance (January
1961-June 1962), John McNaughton (July 1962-June 1964), and Paul Warnke
(October 1966—July 1967) all initially served as general counsel before moving to
other important positions in OSD. During the interval between July 1964 and
September 1966 and after Warnke’s departure in August 1967, career civil ser-
vant Leonard Niederlehner, deputy general counsel since November 1953, ably
anchored the office as acting general counsel.!”

Jack L. Stempler, assistant to the secretary of defense for legislative affairs,
occupied the position from 13 December 1965 to 4 January 1970, advising the
secretary and other top officials on congressional actions and issues relating to
DoD legislative programs. The office served as liaison with Congress, keeping it
informed on defense matters, replying to its inquiries and requests for informa-
tion, and scheduling DoD witnesses for hearings.!8

As presidentially appointed chairman of the Military Liaison Committee,
William ]. Howard also served as special assistant to the secretary of defense for
atomic energy from January 1964 to June 1966; Carl Walske held the position
from October 1966 until 1973. They advised the secretary on DoD atomic weap-
on policy, planning, and development, evaluated atomic weapon programs, and
worked closely with the Atomic Energy Commission and the congressional Joint
Committee on Atomic Energy.!

A “personal” special assistant to the secretary of defense and the deputy sec-
retary served as aide, adviser, and, as required, troubleshooter. The position de-

" See Chapter X.



MOVERS AND SHAKERS 9

manded discretion, prudence, and resourcefulness in dealing with often politically
sensitive or administratively complicated issues as the secretary’s representative in
high-level contacts with cabinet officers and their staffs, White House officials,
members of Congress, and senior foreign officials. John M. Steadman held the
position from October 1965 to March 1968, followed by George M. Elsey who,
beginning in April 1968, performed similar duties for Secretary Clifford. In late
1965 McNamara also designated Henry Glass as a special assistant to the secretary.
Previously an economic adviser to the ASD (Comptroller), Glass continued to
prepare the secretary’s annual “posture statements”* to Congress. He also edited
McNamara’s congressional testimony and provided knowledgeable advice on a va-
riety of issues.?’

The secretary and deputy secretary each had two military assistants. The most
influential and longest serving, Colonel (later Lieutenant General) Robert E. Purs-
ley, served under three secretaries from 1966 to August 1972. Military assistants
functioned as executive officers, arranging meetings, preparing agendas, taking
notes, and when requested or appropriate, offering advice. Pursley also became
intimately involved in the policymaking process, helping to draft major recom-
mendations concerning Vietnam during Clifford’s tenure.?!

McNamara deemed that the chief job of the service secretaries was to see to
the logistics, procurement, and training necessary to provision and prepare the
military services for their operational missions. Probably because of his tendency
to limit the secretaries to a support role and restrict their involvement in the for-
mulation of policy and strategy, McNamara went through no fewer than 10 de-
partmental secretaries between 1961 and 1968. Judging the several departmental
civilian staffs as generally weak, he preferred to rely primarily on his OSD team.??

Stanley R. Resor, secretary of the Army from July 1965 to June 1971, was the
fourth to hold that position under McNamara. A decorated World War II veteran
and roommate of Vance at Yale Law School, Resor, a corporate lawyer, served a
few months as under secretary of the Army before stepping up to the top post. He
worked closely with McNamara, especially in scheduling Army deployments to
Vietnam. Paul H. Nitze, who served as secretary of the Navy from November 1963
to June 1967, did not want the job initially, having been promised the deputy
secretary of defense position by President Kennedy. After slowly feeling his way
along for a few months, Nitze became a forceful proponent of Navy proposals to
the point of sometimes taking issue with McNamara and encountering “serious
problems” with the Systems Analysis staff. His successor, Paul Ignatius, moved
from ASD (Installations and Logistics) to become secretary of the Navy in Septem-
ber 1967 following the death of McNaughton, who had been scheduled to replace
Nitze. Harold Brown, secretary of the Air Force from October 1965 to February
1969, had served previously as McNamara’s first DDR&E. Brown’s personality, by
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his own admission “introverted and likely to come across as cold,” left him open
to criticism that he was an ivory tower theoretician without practical experience.
Nevertheless, he proved a forceful advocate for the Air Force even if it meant some-
times taking an adversarial stance toward former colleagues in OSD.?3
McNamara favored internal promotions, advancing his original appointees
and filling vacancies with care. He rewarded talent and ensured that new appoin-
tees acquired a wide range of experience. Vance, for example, moved from general
counsel to secretary of the Army to deputy secretary of defense and Nitze from In-
ternational Security Affairs to secretary of the Navy to deputy secretary of defense.
Only a few senior officials—Enthoven in Systems Analysis and Horwitz in Ad-
ministration—would serve in the same position throughout the period 1965-69.
Others, like Ignatius or Morris, shifted positions within OSD or between OSD
and elsewhere in DoD. Still others—for example, Vance and Public Affairs chief
Sylvester—Ileft before McNamara or shortly after him; Anthony left the comptrol-
ler position in July 1968. The largest turnover of senior personnel occurred in early

and mid-1967.

The Civilian-Military Divide

The Joint Chiefs of Staff, composed of the heads of the military services and
a chairman, were the “principal military advisers” to the secretary of defense, the
president, and the NSC. Congress in June 1967 established four-year terms for
members of the JCS. The chairman, appointed for two years and eligible for one
reappointment, had no command authority over the military forces. The Chiefs’
statutory duties included preparing strategic and logistics plans, reviewing require-
ments, and providing strategic direction of the military forces. A Joint Staff, re-
sponsible to the chairman, assisted the Chiefs. President Johnson’s orders went to
McNamara who passed them via the JCS to the eight unified commands—seven
regional commands with forces from one or more services,” and the U.S. Air Force
Strategic Air Command, denominated a specified command because, although
part of the Air Force, it came under the operational control of the JCS.24

The chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, General Earle G. Wheeler, had
made his mark as a staff officer known for his intelligence and administrative abil-
ity. Highly regarded by the president and secretary, he served from July 1964 to
July 1970, the only chairman to serve more than four years. He often acted as a
buffer between his fellow Chiefs and McNamara. Some military people regarded
him as McNamara’s man, too close to the secretary to be a genuine spokesman for
the JCS and the services.

Army Chief of Staff General Harold K. Johnson, who as a prisoner of war
during World War II had survived the Bataan death march and years in a Japanese

The seven regional unified commands were: European, Pacific, Southern, Strike, Atlantic, Alaskan, and
Continental Air Defense.
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POW camp, served from July 1964 to July 1968. A serious, religious man of in-
tegrity, Johnson was protective of his service and conservative in defining his JCS
role. Given to reticence, he could be outspoken when it came to the Army; several
times he toyed with the notion of resigning only to conclude he could do more
good by remaining on the job. His successor, General William C. Westmoreland,
a protégé of General Maxwell D. Taylor, had served under Taylor in World War IT
and as the secretary of the general staff when Taylor was Army chief of staff in the
1950s. Westmoreland had been a combat commander, a key staff officer, and com-
mandant of West Point. Regarded as one of the most competent Army generals, he
served as commander of U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam (MACV)
from June 1964 until becoming Army chief of staff on 3 July 1968.25

After holding important staff and command positions, General John P. Mc-
Connell headed the Air Force between February 1965 and July 1969. As deputy
commander of the European Command he had favorably impressed McNamara
and came recommended in 1964 by General Taylor, then chairman of the Joint
Chiefs. In mid-1964, the president interviewed McConnell before naming him
Air Force vice chief of staff with the understanding that he would succeed General
Curtis LeMay as chief of staff.26

Chief of naval operations between 1963 and 1967, Admiral David L. Mc-
Donald had never wanted the job and was reluctant to serve in the Pentagon. A
naval pilot, McDonald saw action in the Pacific as an aircraft carrier executive of-
ficer; his postwar career brought him a steady succession of senior staff positions
and sea commands. Although increasingly frustrated over civilian disregard of JCS
advice about Vietnam, he stayed until the end of his term. His successor, Admiral
Thomas H. Moorer, a more opinionated officer and a strong airpower advocate,
disliked McNamara and his OSD civilian “field marshals”; he regarded Clifford as
a “political animal” whose early tough words were not matched by later deeds.?”

General Wallace Greene served from 1 January 1964 to 31 December 1967
as commandant of the Marine Corps. A staff planner for operations in the Pacific
during World War II, Greene gained extensive high-level staff experience in the
postwar era. He chafed at the micromanagement of President Johnson and Mc-
Namara. Like his JCS colleagues he suspected that the OSD staff civilians would
dump Vietnam on the generals as they happily returned to private life “where they
can sit and kibitz and watch the JCS straighten out this mess.” The selection of his
successor, General Leonard E Chapman, Jr., proved complicated. In mid-August
1967, Greene recommended Chapman, the assistant commandant and preferred
choice of a majority of Marine generals. A few weeks later, however, Wheeler pro-
posed General Victor H. Krulak, and McNamara endorsed the selection. In mid-
September Nitze recommended Krulak to the president. Johnson procrastinated
over the conflicting advice; finally, in mid-December, he selected Chapman. Nei-
ther flamboyant nor political, the new commandant, a straightforward, common-
sense officer with a reputation as an effective manager, later said that the president
never regretted his decision.?8
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The five officers comprising the JCS in 1965 all possessed recognized staff
abilities, experience, and political savvy; they professed support for the reforms and
policies instituted by McNamara even as they often disagreed with the secretary.
Accustomed to following orders once a decision was reached, they promoted their
respective service interests by working within the system, keeping their frustrations
with DoD civilians private rather than airing them publicly.??

Despite the Chiefs' dutiful acquiescence and the long, constitutionally in-
grained tradition of military deference to civilian authority, in the view of some
Chiefs President Johnson had an innate distrust of the JCS and of the military gen-
erally. His guarded attitude toward the professional military mirrored McNamara’s
own misgivings. The defense secretary harbored special disdain toward the JCS as a
corporate body, later calling it “a miserable organization” intent on protecting indi-
vidual service interests and acting collegially only when expedient. The description
was severe but unfortunately not far from the mark in the 1960s, when, under
the pressure of tight budgets, interservice rivalry and competition even more than
usual hampered consensus. The Air Force clamored for a new advanced bomber
that the Army looked on as rendered obsolete by missiles; the Navy sought more
aircraft carriers, which the Army and Air Force believed had a limited role; and the
Army wanted more ground divisions, which the Air Force found archaic. Unsur-
prisingly, sharp differences surfaced also over what military options—both tactical
and strategic—to pursue in Vietnam.30

During the first half of McNamara’s tenure, under Taylor’s chairmanship in
particular, the Chiefs came to realize that if they forwarded split positions, they
were inviting the secretary of defense to make decisions for them. Between 1961
and 1964, they averaged 1,479 decisions annually of which about 30, or two per-
cent, were splits sent to McNamara for final determination. In 1965, an especially
difficult year, they registered more than 3,000 decisions and 40 splits (1.3 per-
cent); thereafter splits declined markedly to 7 in 1966 and just 4 in 1967. By then
they had learned that McNamara took advantage of disagreement among them
to have his way, that to preserve their own influence over policy decisions it was
best to minimize their internal differences and develop unified positions, mainly
where there were contentious issues such as the bombing campaign in Vietnam.
Unresolved JCS splits not decided by the secretary of defense fluctuated from two
in 1961 to five in 1965 and one per year thereafter. All of these unresolved splits
involved major budget matters, not Vietnam; the president eventually made the
final decision.3!

On the day he retired as JCS chairman, 1 July 1964, Taylor informed McNa-
mara that he considered the supporting Joint Staff only “marginally effective” be-
cause its inherent slowness adversely affected the timeliness of Joint Chiefs’ views,
thereby diminishing their impact. Taylor went on to warn that neither Interna-
tional Security Affairs nor Systems Analysis should be “in the business of military
planning,” nor should they become rival sources of military advice competing with
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the JCS.32 McNamara was predisposed to listen to complaints about the Joint Staff
but not about OSD, and certainly not criticism disparaging OSD’s core activities.
While willing to seek JCS advice on military tactics, he was not about to relinquish
OSD authority over the crafting of the nation’s military strategy.

As the situation in Vietnam became more problematic through 1964, John-
son faced the prospect of either losing South Vietnam or getting the United States
mired in a faraway war before the November election. He relied less and less on
the military for advice and excluded the Chiefs from policymaking. The exclusion
may have helped muffle internal dissent and foster the illusion of administration
unity and consensus but at the price of exacerbating the underlying tensions. By
early autumn, reports of “considerable unhappiness” among the military over their
lack of participation in policy planning reached White House Special Assistant
for National Security Affairs McGeorge Bundy. In mid-November White House
aide Jack Valenti advised Johnson to have the Joint Chiefs “sign on” before making
any formal decisions on Vietnam because their inclusion in presidential decisions
would shield the administration from possible congressional recriminations. If the
Chiefs participated in pertinent NSC meetings “they could have their views ex-
pounded to the Commander-in-Chief, face to face. That way, they will have been
heard, they will have been part of the consensus, and our flank will have been cov-
ered in the event of some kind of flap or investigation later.” Subsequently, ata 19
November White House meeting the president informed his top civilian advisers
that in the future no decisions on Vietnam “would be made without participation
by the military”; otherwise he could not make his case to the congressional leader-
ship on issues. Johnson followed Valenti’s counsel and let the Chiefs be heard, but
he consigned them to a token role, either by slight or calculation or continuing to
shut them out of key aspects of policymaking. To cite but one example, in early
1965 the White House denied the Chiefs access to cables passed between the State
Department and the U.S. ambassador in Saigon.

Indeed as the war in Vietnam escalated, the Joint Chiefs as a group seldom
met with their commander in chief—only on 10 occasions between 15 March
1965 and 8 June 1967. A March 1965 meeting and two sessions the following
month involved substantive exchanges about the course of action in South Viet-
nam but had little effect on policy. A 22 July 1965 meeting confirmed previous
decisions by the civilian leadership about Vietnam. The budget meetings of De-
cember 1965 and 1966 respectively and a session on 4 January 1967 recorded
meaningful discussions that appeared to help shape policy, though in a direction
to which Johnson seemed predisposed anyway. On the other occasions the Chiefs
ratified policies already decided by the White House. Rather than deal with the
Chiefs in an open deliberative process where agreement could be elusive and leaks
and other mischief could occur, Johnson and McNamara preferred to work their
will through Wheeler, considered by the defense secretary “as the directing offi-
cer—the CEO, if you will—of the Joint Chiefs.”34
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The Commander in Chief

The powerful and ever-increasing impact of the Vietham War on the John-
son administration brought McNamara into an even closer relationship with the
president, who involved himself to an unusual degree in determining policy and
making decisions about the military conduct of the war. Volumes have been writ-
ten attempting to explain the complexities of Lyndon Johnson’s character. A man
of enormous energy and boundless ambition, Johnson achieved the pinnacle of
success and power yet remained insecure and thin-skinned. Often coarse and bul-
lying, he was also compassionate, kind, and generous. “He could be altruistic and
petty, caring and crude, generous and petulant, bluntly honest and calculatingly
devious—all within the same few minutes,” recalled Special Assistant Joseph A.
Califano.?> Johnson’s moods seemed to swing from one extreme to another almost
seamlessly, the contradictions concealing his innermost motivations. Emotions,
however, seldom overrode political judgment.

As president, Johnson appears to have employed the same techniques that he
had developed in the Senate, where deals were made one-on-one behind closed
doors, compromises struck, favors exchanged, and consensus achieved with much
exertion but little transparency. Years later Clifford wrote of Johnson, “I often had
the feeling that he would rather go through a side door even if the front door were
open.”3¢ At Johnson’s “side door” stood a coterie of senior officials and advisers—
inside and outside of government—who participated in the most sensitive and
far-reaching policy decisions.

Johnson gathered information voraciously from a wide variety of trusted
friends from whom he sought opinions and advice and with whom he “had those
damned telephones of his going all the time.” His compulsive attention to detail
matched McNamara’s penchant for data—both believing that the more a problem
underwent vigorous analysis the more uncertainty could be removed from the final
decision. “The appetite of Washington for details is insatiable,” protested General
Krulak in 1967. “The idea . . . is to take more and more items of less and less sig-
nificance to higher and higher levels so that more and more decisions on smaller
and smaller matters may be made by fewer and fewer people.”3”

For Johnson knowledge was power. He collected and stored information but
never shared it entirely with subordinates, seeking to reserve to himself possession
of the entire picture and thus dominate policy formulation. His obsession with
leaks reinforced his compulsion for secrecy, so he carefully limited his advisory
circle to prevent unauthorized disclosures of policy discussions to the media and
his political foes. It was not just the JCS who were relegated to the sidelines but
others too who would ordinarily be key players by virtue of their position or need
to know.

Further complicating the policymaking process, Johnson delayed making
binding decisions, indeed considered no “important decision irrevocable until it
has been announced and acted upon.” He consequently demanded information
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right up to the very moment of his decision, thinking it “simple prudence” to keep
his options open.38 It also allowed him to keep control of the situation, or so he
thought, sometimes changing his mind at the last minute, reversing what senior
aides believed were firm commitments, such as the mobilization of reserve forces
in 1965 or the pursuit of a nonproliferation treaty the same year.

As rough-hewn and mercurial as his predecessor had been poised and coolly
detached, Johnson had both prodigious flaws and talents, and an inimitable po-
litical style that historian Eric Goldman likened to “Machiavelli in a Stetson.”
He could no more shake that distinctive persona than he could change his lanky
frame, so often caricatured in the political cartoons of the day.

The National Security Policymaking Apparatus
Over the course of his presidency (1963-1969), Johnson met with the Na-

tional Security Council 75 times, a far cry from the regular weekly session chaired
by President Eisenhower but consistent with President Kennedy’s record.” Thirty-
three of Johnson’s NSC meetings had Vietnam or Southeast Asia on the agenda.
The NSC met 16 times at irregular intervals from early 1965 until mid-1966 to
ratify presidential decisions regarding Vietnam; 11 from February through August
1965, 2 more in January 1966, and the other 3 during May and June of that year.
Thereafter, until November 1968 the NSC discussed complex, broader interna-
tional issues exclusive of Vietnam, enabling Johnson to silence critics who asserted
that he was preoccupied with the war. The president also convened the NSC dur-
ing emergencies such as the June 1967 Middle East War, the Pueblo incident of
January 1968, and the Czech crisis of August 1968. The objective, according to
historian David Humphrey, being not so much to receive advice as to “project an
image of effective leadership during a crisis.” One reason for Johnson’s diminishing
use of the NSC was the large number of attendees. With an average of 21 persons
attending council meetings, Johnson worried about leaks.??

On the subject that mattered most, Vietnam, neither the White House nor
DoD followed a smoothly integrated policymaking process. The exclusion of the
JCS from key OSD and White House deliberations, particularly during 1965,
marginalized a principal stakeholder and knowledge base. McNamara did meet
with the Joint Chiefs weekly, but by mid-September 1965 Wheeler had concluded
that the last few meetings were not only “sterile,” but had degenerated almost to
the point where McNamara appeared to be hazing the military officers. To im-
prove communication, Wheeler initiated regular Monday afternoon executive ses-
sions between the Chiefs and the secretary, but by mid-1967 these too had become
increasingly infrequent and somewhat pro forma affairs.40

* Kennedy met with the NSC 15 times during his first six months in office and about once a month thereafter
for a total of 49 meetings.
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McNamara’s departmental staff meetings began as occasions to exchange
ideas, provide guidance, and shape Pentagon policy. By late 1964 the meetings, at-
tended by the secretary, his deputy, the JCS, service secretaries, assistant secretaries
of defense, and military assistants to the secretary, had become more sporadic and
usually involved single-issue briefings related to long-term service-related interests,
not current policy concerns. No meetings occurred, for example, from 21 June
through 6 September 1965, arguably the period during which the administration
made its most fateful decisions on Vietnam. True, McNamara would still occa-
sionally use the gathering to assign responsibilities, perhaps most notably in early
December 1965 regarding Vietnam projects after his November visit there and
again in mid-February 1966 after a major conference in Honolulu.” In between,
the conferees heard a discussion on naval mine warfare. The usual agenda included
a set briefing about such varied topics as the military sales program (21 November
1966), spending for Defense research (24 October 1966), Navy pilot requirements
(17 October 1966), and DoD space programs (12 December 1966),4! important
issues but not crucial. After succeeding McNamara as secretary of defense on 1
March 1968, Clifford rejuvenated the staff meeting to encompass a substantive
exchange of opinions, guidance, and information more focused on matters of im-
mediate DoD concern requiring resolution.

For the most part, coordination at the upper policymaking levels in the ad-
ministration was surprisingly poor. Civilian and military strategists often talked
past each other. In late 1965, for instance, Lt. Gen. Andrew ]. Goodpaster, as-
sistant to the JCS chairman, advocated heavier air attacks on North Vietnam.
When a high-ranking State Department official asked Goodpaster how widespread
such ideas were in military circles, he was nonplussed by the general’s reply that
such views were “obvious at all echelons from the battlefield to the Joint Chiefs of
Staff.”42 Tt appeared that two cultures existed side by side almost independently
of one another.

Johnson’s preference for informal channels played havoc with the normal
policymaking apparatus. According to one scholar, the execution of policy “was
largely organized around personal contacts and ad hoc arrangements, with no
overarching, authoritative body to give effective coordination and strategic direc-
tion to what was being done. Policy thus tended to lurch along, addressing minor
problems more or less successfully, but leaving the bigger ones—Vietnam espe-
cially—to grow only bigger and less manageable as time went on.”#3 The Johnson
approach thus focused on short-term gains that often produced serious long-range
consequences.

While the written record is voluminous and remains indispensable for un-
derstanding the administration’s policymaking process, McNamara and other key
Defense officials conducted much of their business by phone or in unrecorded

" See Chapter V for a discussion of the Honolulu Conference.
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meetings. The president likewise often dealt with his secretary of defense by tele-
phone or in completely private sessions. During Johnson’s lengthy absences from
Washington, senior officials remained in contact with him via phone or lengthy
teletypewriter cables dispatched from the White House communications center to
his Texas ranch. McNamara used all these means of communication to reach John-
son privately in order to lay the groundwork in advance for approval of actions he
supported, and never hesitated to approach the president directly to reverse deci-
sions that he did not like.

The so-called Tuesday luncheon at the White House, the epitome of this high-
ly personalized and makeshift policy process, did not necessarily meet either on
Tuesday or over lunch. The luncheons began in February 1964, met periodically to
March 1965, and then became routine through the summer months. They lapsed
during the fall of 1965, resumed sporadically between January and May 1966,
then met regularly through October. Dropped again, the luncheons recommenced
in January 1967, occurring regularly until Johnson left office two years later. Hav-
ing used a similar luncheon format as Senate majority leader to manage affairs in
the upper house, Johnson adapted it to the White House. Attended mainly by the
president and his three top civilian advisers—McGeorge Bundy (after April 1966,
Walt W. Rostow), McNamara, and Secretary of State Dean Rusk—Johnson in
large part relied on these informal brainstorming sessions among his “inner circle”
to shape national security policy and manage the Vietnam War, particularly the
bombing campaign. As Admiral U.S. Grant Sharp, Jr., commander of U.S. forces
in the Pacific (PACOM), acidly pointed out, “no professional military man, not
even the Chairman of the JCS, was present at these luncheons until late in 1967.”
Wheeler became a regular at the luncheons only in October of that year.44

The private, intimate meetings allowed the most influential civilian deci-
sionmakers to speak frankly directly to the president on major issues. McNamara
thought the luncheons “extremely useful” because the informal exchanges let the
president “probe intensively” the views of his key national security advisers with a
candor impossible in a larger group. Rusk agreed on the president’s right “to have
a completely private conversation” to debate and discuss freely and fully sensitive
issues. He felt his role was “to stand as a buffer between the President and the bu-
reaucracy with respect to matters of considerable controversy.”> Both Rusk and
Rostow came to see the lunch meetings as the real NSC.

While permitting candor, the lunches did not necessarily guarantee clarity.
Participants could walk away with contradictory understandings of what trans-
pired, leading William P. Bundy, assistant secretary of state for Far Eastern affairs,”
to describe the process as “an abomination.” This overstated the case. Although
perceptions occasionally varied, sometimes wildly, leaving mystified participants
to wonder if they had attended the same luncheon, in general individual accounts

After 1 November 1966, assistant secretary of state for East Asian and Pacific affairs.
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of what had occurred were quite similar.4¢

McNamara always briefed Wheeler on the results of the luncheon delibera-
tions; sometimes he reported the outcome to the Joint Chiefs as a body. However,
when the president’s decision ran contrary to McNamaras advice, which he at
times had shared with the JCS in advance, he typically announced the result with-
out further elaboration, leaving the Chiefs in the dark as to how the recommended
position got changed and why.4” The secretary’s firm belief that the president was
entitled to confidentiality left even senior OSD staff members frustrated, much
like their JCS counterparts, because, according to Warnke, McNamara never told
them “what he said to the President or what the President said to him.” Frequent
discrepancies between McNamara’s public and private utterances added to the
general confusion. One critic complained there was McNamara’s public position,
his classified position, his personal views expressed privately to the president, his
views disclosed to friendly journalists, his position with peers, “his daytime views
as war manager at the Pentagon, and his nighttime views” with the Kennedys or
Washington society.48

Mastering the Pentagon

Whatever clarity or coordination the overall policymaking process lacked,
once a decision was made, McNamara took pains to enforce unanimity within
DoD. He strove to ensure that “there would be no way that the press or anybody
else could drive a wedge between the President and me.” McNamara believed that
indications of policy disagreement at the top level, particularly in writing, could
“be disastrous.” For example, should discussions about a draft memorandum be
leaked, “you would have evidence of conflict in the upper echelons of the adminis-
tration and it would reduce the effectiveness of the administration.”4?

For sure, McNamara was master of his own domain. A military observer iden-
tified three salient characteristics of the secretary of defense: “the distrust of emo-
tion, the passion for being right, and his amazing intelligence.” Those qualities
might have put him on a collision course with Johnson but for an equally strong
sense of loyalty and an ego that took greater satisfaction from institutional than
personal success.>”

McNamara’s sense of loyalty extended down to those who worked for him as
well as up to the president. Where Johnson saw the defense secretary “surrounded
by a good many people” the president did not trust—including Enthoven, Mc-
Naughton, and Warnke, all of whom Johnson regarded as “pretty soft”—McNa-
mara was quick to shield his subordinates from White House, as well as con-
gressional, criticism. A demanding boss, he granted wide latitude to key civilian
subordinates but expected of them the same long hours and attention to detail he
imposed on himself. McNamara’s towering intellect and the vigor of his arguments
did not eliminate dissent, according to one high-ranking Defense official, it just
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made it difficult to make one’s case with the secretary. The State Department’s
director of intelligence and research alleged that McNamara regularly intimidated
challengers, “hobbling if not silencing” them."!

The force of McNamara’s personality and intellect alone would not have mat-
tered much had he not been an effective manager. He ruled the Pentagon most of
all by methodically managing its purse. Decisively if not peremptorily, he deter-
mined service budgets, pronounced judgment on major weapon acquisitions, and
set requirements for force structure and equipment. His chief budget tool, draft
presidential memoranda or DPMs, were highly classified papers initially prepared
by Systems Analysis and other OSD staffers as part of the department’s budget for-
mulation. Each communicated the secretary’s five-year projection on the content
and funding of a specific military program—strategic offensive, continental de-
fense, airlift, etc.—and went first to the JCS and service secretaries for review and
reclama. After receiving service and agency comments, a final draft containing the
secretary’s decisions and JCS comments on those decisions was prepared for the
president. The inevitable cuts in service proposals that ensued enabled McNamara
and OSD to take public credit for reducing the defense budget to manageable
levels. A less apparent reason for the large discrepancies between initial service re-
quests and final OSD decisions was McNamara’s unwillingness to give the services
initial budgetary ceilings.>?

Although too detailed for presidential use—“completely useless for the Presi-
dent’s purposes in view of their length and complexity,” as one top NSC staffer
wrote—DPMs were more than guidance for DoD agencies. The standard DPMs
served as the basis for McNamara’s lengthy annual January statement to Congress
on the world situation as it related to DoD’s budget request and his projection of
costs over the next five years. This annual statement, usually prepared by Henry
Glass, was popularly known as the Posture Statement, although McNamara did
not like the term and would not use it. On Vietnam, as well as the antiballistic
missile program, NATO, and other major policy issues, McNamara often commu-
nicated directly with the president through “out-of-cycle” memoranda—ultrasen-
sitive DPMs seen by only a small handful of people, and very occasionally by only
McNamara and the president.>3

While it is true that much of the excitement associated with the McNamara
ascendancy had faded by the second year of Johnson’s presidency, mounting criti-
cism of the defense secretary prior to 1965 entailed more an indictment of style
than competence. Both the level of scrutiny and the nature of the criticism would
change as McNamara’s vaunted skills and mastery would be put to a sterner test.
But that reckoning was still in the future.

By 1965 DoD’s—and the administration’s—once bright prospects had be-
come shadowed by the continuing deterioration of the military and political situ-
ation in Vietnam. Each day seemed to bring news of another communist military
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victory, another Saigon coup d’etat, or another instance of the South Vietnamese
government’s incompetence and corruption. The men in the president’s trusted in-
ner circle knew that Johnson would soon have to make important decisions about
the future course of U.S. involvement in Vietnam. Yet, at the start of that pivotal
year, if McNamara and other leaders shared a conviction that a widening U.S. com-
mitment could not be avoided, they shared an equal conviction that the United
States could accomplish whatever might be required.



CHAPTER II

VIETNAM:
EscAarLaTiION WITHOUT MOBILIZATION

Early in 1965 the days of the Republic of Vietnam seemed numbered. Racked
by domestic political instability and a growing Viet Cong communist insurgency,
the government teetered on the verge of collapse. Determined that the country
should not fall into communist hands, the Johnson administration cautiously and
incrementally improvised a succession of fateful decisions during 1965 that ulti-
mately committed American combat forces to a large-scale ground and air war in
Southeast Asia.

Viewing the Vietnam scene during the first six or seven months of 1965 was
like peering into a kaleidoscope. The pervasive political and military instability in
Vietnam and political unrest in the United States presented a shifting and perplex-
ing set of options for decisionmakers. There emerged a strengthening intent to
save South Vietnam from the communist yoke but no consistent policy or strategy
to carry it out. The civilian and military leaders held different views, which shifted
often, on recommended force levels and deployments. Gradually and reluctantly
the administration found itself drawn deeper into the morass until it finally took
the seemingly inescapable decision to commit the nation to the rescue of South
Vietnam from communist domination.

That the administration approached the crossroads haltingly and in seeming
disarray is not surprising. Involved in the decisionmaking process were Taylor and
Westmoreland in Vietnam, Sharp at PACOM, the Joint Chiefs, McGeorge Bundy,
Secretary of State Rusk, McNamara, and President Johnson. A host of support-
ing staff provided information, ideas, and exhortations that helped shape delib-
erations. The desultory nature of the process and the frequent postponement of
decisions may be attributed in part to deficiencies in the policymaking apparatus
described in Chapter I but also to the inability of the key actors to give their full
attention to the matter at hand. While the military could devote much or most of
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their attention to Vietnam, Johnson, McNamara, Rusk, and others in the civilian
leadership were distracted by other matters of importance. Johnson in particular
was engaged in fashioning and securing approval of his Great Society vision, to
which he gave as much priority as the national security challenge.

During these months of ambivalence and hesitation the administration sought
to devise a strategy that would achieve its ends without the risk of a wider war or
the fullest engagement by the United States. It was an attempt at a balancing act
that took insufficient account of the do-or-die resolve of the North Vietnamese. It
betrayed also the deep ignorance of Vietnam and its culture, acknowledged later by
McNamara and others, from which leaders of the Johnson administration suffered
in formulating policy and conducting the war. It was a handicap they were not able
to surmount.

Pondering Escalation

By January 1965, many senior DoD officials regarded South Vietnam as a lost
cause, barring a major change in policy. It was, McNamara and others informed the
president, a time for a hard choice: escalate military support, reinforcing the 23,300
U.S. military in Vietnam, or withdraw. The secretary favored using increased mili-
tary power, but he believed the grave consequences of this step merited careful
study of alternatives preceding a presidential decision. Johnson dispatched a group
headed by McGeorge Bu